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Only 30-years have gone by, since Theatre in Kashmir was resurrected 
after a ong history of subjugation of the Kashmiri people. Even before 1947 
efforts are said to have been made, by a group of artists to establish theatre 
on a sound-footing, but we started our march in this direction only after we 
achieved independence in 1947, when virtually we had not much to work on 
in the cultural field. A group of local collegestudents earlier formed themselves 
into a unit, and initiated dramatics in their own way before any formal shape 
could be given to it as a branch of the Indian People’s Theatre Association 
(IPTA) and the late Balraj Sahni blessed this group. Some prominent perso- 
nalities from outside the State joined the group. 


By the time we achieved independence we had a number of artists who 
made the leap from the college auditorium to the open field of dramatics but 
without the aid of any script handed on by our predecessors or any trained 
director under whose shelter we could prosper. This was our handicap. We 
had not even a written script on the folk-theatre of Kashmir Band Pather nor 
a play-house. Band Pather had lost its original spontaneity and by the time 
it reached us it had degenerated in its form and style. 


The Cultural Front came into existence in 1947. We started with a band 
of enthusiastic young men like Pran Kishore, Pushkar Bhan, Dwarika Nath 
Bakaya, Zia Durrani, Mohanlal Aima, Aziz Haroon, Qaisar Qalander, Som 
Nath Zutshi, Ali Mohd Lone, Noor Mohd Roshan, Dina Nath Nadim on 
the one hand and with Kashi Nath Bhan, Madhoe Lal Tickoo, Suraj Tickoo, 
Som Nath Sumbli and others on the other. Artists of the Cultural Front— 
under the direction of Pran Kishore did a tremendous job in organising 
‘patriotic theatre’ and Sudhar Samati Natak Vibagh was feeding a section 
of the Kashmiri people with some socio-religious plays. Soon Patriotic 
Theatre moved from urban to rural areas. This very group (the cultural 
front) introduced ‘street theatre’ and put across to the audiences messages 
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about national integration, responsibilities of the masses towards making a 
new society. This was a moving theatre and the problems they tackled were the 
problems of the time. This theatre was very much nearer the masses and 
acquired a place for itself, both in Kashmir valley and the Jammu region. 
Though no permanent meeting place was provided — yet the artists would 
meet, discuss and develop their talent between themselves and would chalk 
out their programmes in the evening for the ensuing day. Things moved very 
fast and so moved the cultural front with it. Sometimes artists would sit 
among the mass audience to know their immediate reactions and at the same 
time they would reflect their problems on the important stage made up of 
planks for the purpose. Everyone of them worked day and night at the cost 
of their convenience, and moved from village to village to popularise the 
theatre to give a spurt to the movement and each of them visualised a bright 
future for it. It was their urge that moved them out of their homes to lay a 
solid foundation for the future generation of artists in Kashmir. Self imposed 
discipline gave birth to the artist in them and they vowed to carry it on for 
the entire lease of their life. Their work can now be appreciated. They had in 
their times no play-houses, no scripts, no lights and no props required for a 
production. They managed everything themselves without any support from 
the Government or any other agency. The organisation was only settling in 
when it died and got an immediate rebirth as the ‘Cultural Conference’. Things 
gotslightly shattered. Artists sought alivlihood, some of them left, others took 
to diverse professions and some of them dropped out and the ultimate result 
was an absence of Theatre on any scientific lines or sound basis. Nothing 
could be built. 


Changing Patterns 


We were just cooling our heels after a noisy political scene in Kashmir 
when an administrative change took place in 1953 and artists could not 
escape the effect of this change-over. Loyalities changed over-night and with 
this, the band of artists staggered again in small groups, suffered from inacti- 
vity till again a group of devoted artists decided to combine the artist frater- 
nity. Inception of another organisation took place known as ‘Cultural 
Congress’. This was in addition to ‘Cultural Conference’. This congress was 
not a government subsidized theatrical unit, yet individual leanings towards 
the then administration seemed to prevail in the minds of some artists. 
Ali Mohammad Lone and Pran Kishore resented the interference: by the 
bureaucracy in the working of this Congress and thus as a protest did not 
join this organisation inspite of the fact that pressures and pulls worked very 
hard. ‘Cultural Congress’ was only a new skin—the band of artists was 
almost the same; but within the coming two years for which it worked it 
added to its roll a few more artists Sarvashri Dina Nath Nadim, Noor Mohd. 
Roshan, Aziz Haroon, G.R. Santosh, Som Nath Zutshi, Akhtar Mohi-ud- 
Din, P.N. Kachroo, Pushkar Bhan, Shamim Ahmed Shamim, R.K. Braroo 
all of them were the moving spirits in the organisation. 
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On an assessment in 1956, all the cultural organisations had slackened 
but we had to our credit two full length plays i.e. ‘Dewane Ka Khab’ and 
‘Khalloo Jan Ka Khab’ written by Ali Mohd. Lone. Both these plays were 
directed by Pran Kishore. It will-not be out of place to mention here, that 
Kashmir had no auditorium or play-house even at this date and thus the 
above plays were performed in a local college hall and other places where 
people could gather easily. By this time Dina Nath Nadim had written 
Bomber-Te-Yemberzal and Hemal Negray. Bombur Yemberzal was performed 
under the patronage of then State Government. In its cast we had a zealous 
team of actors most of whom had by this time been employed in the Radio 
Kashmir of All India Radio. Mohan Lal Aima contributed much to its 
successful production and it was shown to the Russian delegation headed by 
Khrushchev and Bulganian in 1955 and thus this opera is undoubtedly a 
landmark in the resurrection of Kashmiri Theatre. 


Mushroom growth had developed by this time all round and some of 
the youngesters joined the mainstream from this moment. It was end of July 
1956 when a Festival of Kashmir was announced by the State Government. 
A stir was created in the artist fraternity. Government sponsored plays 
were taken up. Composite programmes were organised, musicals were shown 
at various places both in rura! and urban areas of the valley. A government 
‘will’ seemed to prevail in the furtherance and development of Art but we could 
not achieve what we exactly wanted which was a permanent Kashmiri Theatre 
on scientific lines. We had a good number of genuine artists and artist-direc- 
tors but we could not produce as much as was expected from us by theatre 


enthusiasts, 


We grew richer with the establishment of an Academy of Art, Culture 
and Languages in 1958. It was formed under the State constitution and it 
promised promotion, furtherance and subsidy to theatre groups in the State. 
This seemed considerable and thus the mushroom groups felt encouraged and 
consequently the number proliferated. Though not many local plays were 
available yet a strenous effort was made to produce indigenous plays with 
fresh artists under a group of new artist-directors. R.K. Braroo formed ‘the 
Kashmir National Theatre’. Kalla Kendre formed in 1956, was also doing 
its best to join in. The Kendra produced a number of plays with an old- 
fashion conception of play production. Aaram Haram Hai by Prakash Sathe 
was a play in slapstick form which sustained interest for a number of years. 
Braroo produced Haba Khatoon written by Amin Kamil, its production 
involved heavy expenditure and sustained losses. Another organisation ‘The 
Three Arts Club’ was formed by an elitist group and Habib Tanveer was asked 
to produce for them a play Mirza Shohrat with local talent. The production, 
however, did not succeed with audiences. 


Again in 1966, on assessment, we had to our credit R.K. Braroo’s 
two productions of Yakoo (30th August 1966) and The Lesson (Sth October 
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1965) Yahoo was the first experiment in improvisation of folk theatre of 
Kashmir. Immediately after doing these two plays Braroo left the State and 
joined the Song and Drama Division. The state administration had given us 
an auditorium by now, known as Tagore Hall, Srinagar (used for multi- 
purpose activities) but we had no theatre group with an indigeneous play to 
represent our regional ethos, except a play in Kashmiri Suyya by Ali Mohd. 
Lone written in 1964 (this play has won him both State and Central Sahitya 
Academy Award). This play was recently produced (in January 1978) by the 
State Song and Drama Division at Jammu and Birendra Narayan, the 
Director of Song and Drama Division directed it. 


Academy Established 


From the year 1958—in which the State Academy of Art, Culture and 
Languages was established, a definite movement seemed in process, so far 
as the establishment and performance of different groups was concerned: 


i, Masked Ones (a group of Engg. College students of Srinagar) did a 
number of serious plays like Miser (1964) King Oedipus (1965) 
and Under Secretary a l\ight-play (August 1965). They worked 
seriously but dropped out for reasons not known. 

2. ‘Kashmir National Theatre, Srinagar—under R.K. Braroo was 
revitalised. 

3. ‘Kashmir School of Fine Arts’ under S.L. Dhar ‘Bahar’ was estab- 
lished and produced the Greek classic Antigone in 1965. 

4. ‘Darshak Dramatic Club’ was formed which presented ‘Mouse 
Trap’ in Hindustani in 1966. : 


In addition we had a number of active groups of artists contributing in their 
own humble capacity. 


A big consolation in the field was the consolidation of a folk group in 
Anantnag District of the valley known as ‘Bhagat Theatres’. It had already 
produced a folk play Poz Apuz on 24th August 1966 at Tagore Hall, Srinagar 
besides performing in the rural areas as ‘street theatre’. The team of folk 
artists was run (it is still run) under the veteran folk artist Mohd. Subhan 
Baghat. Moti Lal Kemmu’s guidance sharpened their imagination and it is 
he who has shaped and improved their plays throughout. This was a contri- 
bution and it is a pleasure for all of us that the group still continues to work 
now on a professional basis with subsidy from the State Cultural Academy 
and other agencies. This group of folk artists has been doing tremendous 
work (though mostly of ‘patriotic’ and ‘message play’ nature) for all these 
years now and have compiled most of their plays in a book-form. 


After the Academy of Art, Culture and Languages, Srinagar conducted 
a Theatre Workshop at Jammu from 1-2-1970 for 21 days and produced 
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Adhe Adhure of Mohan Rakesh, directed by Moti Lal Kemmu, we were on 
the move to give the movement some definite basis on scientific. lines and to 
give it a proper direction. Talented groups started their work in right earnest 
with whatever they could readily get to produce. The entire community of 
artists hummed with activity and now we had grown richer by the talent 
of young play-wrights, zealous actors and enthusiastic directors. Play-wrights 
were involved in the process for furtherance of theatre in Kashmir 
and old masters, like Akhtar Mohi-ud-Din, Som Nath Zutshi, Amin Kamil, 
Ali Mohd Lone started giving us the Kashmiri versions of world classics like 
Ghosts, The Wild Duck, Inspector General and Tagore plays. On the other 
hand Radio Kashmir, Srinagar played a vital part in making available some 
plays for transcribing them into a stageable form, and all around groups of 
artists like ‘Rungmunch’ ‘Novrang’, ‘Sangam’ ‘Sangermaal’ ‘Vasant’ and 
‘Punjabi Rungmunch’ etc. could be seen busy in contributing to the accelera- 
tion of the movement. 


“‘Rungmunch” founded by Makhanlal Saraf in April 1966 was first in 
the field and it opened its score with a light play Grand Rehearsal by 
Pushkar Bhan and Som nath Sadhu in 1967. This group was started with a 
band of new recruits subsequently, Ali Mohd. Lone, Autar Kishen 
Rehber Sajood Sailani fed this group with their plays like Tagdeersaz, 
Talash, Ba Chus Tsoor etc. After doing a number of successful productions 
this group tried to establish rapport with other performing groups in the 
country and availed its first opportunity to present a play /nsaaf written by 
Moti Lal Kemmu in the capital on 28th January 1973 at ITPA Hall and the 
National School of Drama, New Delhi. The move was appreciated by the 
National School of Drama authorities and this was the first serious attempt to 
represent Kashmiri theatre outside the state. Makhanlal Saraf produced all 
the plays of ‘Rungmunch’ group from 1966-1973. 


After ‘Rungmunch’ artistes of ‘Vasant’ group presented some plays 
with simplicity in production and introduced Badal Sircar in the Kashmiri 
Theatre with the translation of his Bagi [tihas, Avam Inderjeet and other plays. 
They played without making their productions complex in technique and they 
produced on the other hand some good artists like Ashok Jailkhani and Ashok 


Zaifrani. 


‘Sangam’ group of artists produced mostly a number of plays written 
by Sajood Sailani and recently they did a Kashmiri version of a Girish 
Karnad play. Pran Chandra and Opender Khashu who are good artists are 
the product of this organisation. ‘Sangermal’ is run under Piaray Raina and 
his production of Waiting for Godot by Samuel Becket was an experience and 
this group is remembered for its production. 


‘Novrang’. This organisation worked shoulder to shoulder with other 
sister organisations and produced most of the plays written by one of their 
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artists, Bushan Betab and quite recently they produced a Kashmiri play based 
on the Prem Chand novel Gowdaan in addition to their earlier production 
of Shuturmurg. It is the largest group and we are looking forward to seeing 
many more productions. Monetarily this isa sound group and with expert 
help they could do still better. Piaray Handoo with his talent for mono-acting 
and power to sustain audience-attention as an individual performer, is a boon 
to this organisation. 


‘Punjabi Rungmunch’ was formed under the auspices of Punjabi 
Sahitya Sabha, Srinagar and they too travelled as a tributory to the main 
movement, and made their existence felt with some good plays the best 
amongst them being an Hindustani play Janwar by Prof. M.M. Sharma 
(This play was produced earlier by the artists of ‘Manoranjan’ and shown at 
Mavlanker Hall in New Delhi in 1976 under Bansi Mattoo). They would do 
better still, but for the shortage of plays and female artists. We share this 
common drawback with them. Vijay Suri emerged as a confident artist. He 
has joined Song and Drama Division, Srinagar now. Song and Drama 
Division, Srinagar was established in 1966-67 and none of their plays have 

* added to our lot. A good number of artists whom Song and Drama Division 
should otherwise have groomed, were a dead loss to the theatre movement 
after joining the Division. On the other hand we feel that we have been 
deprived of a band of good artists like Omkar Khazanchi, Abdul Majid and 
Kishen Langoo. They have no regrets but we in the field feel that we could 
have been richer had they been with us. ; 


By the time we started to settle down the inevitable infighting among 
the groups had already started. The desire to achieve ‘stardom’ without 
undergoing the necessary rigorous training and experience, eroded discipline 
and the team spirit. Some, more eager, wanted to use theatre as a take-off 
deck to achieve jobs in Radio and Television and immediate popularity. The 
fake elements instigated in-fighting with the result that the groups divided— 
one into two and then two into four in geometrical progression. 


To resolve the crisis, a federation of theatre-groups called ‘Kashmir 
Theatre Federation’ was formed. Pran Kishore was elected as its President 
and with its first festival of plays the whole movement got a rebirth. Annual 
Festivals of plays were organised by the Federation which proved a booster. 
In 1974 and 1975 it gained momentum and retained under its wing about 20 
groups of theatre-artists. In 1976 it slightly slackened on account of the 
youngsters who wanted the upper-hand in its working. 


‘Kashmir Theatre’ Srinagar which was formed in June-1973 with a 
thrilling programme of ‘magic in make-up’ by Dr. Chandersekhram of 
Tamil Nadu, took up independent work without joining the federation of 
groups and produced Autar Krishen Rehber’s historical play Badshah and 
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G.R. Santosh’s verse-play Aknandun and Marlowe's Dr. Faustus—in Kashmiri 
by Makhanlal Saraf. 


. Quite recently in 1977 ‘Rungmunch’ produced Hari Kishen Kaul’s 
Natak Keriv Band his first play written for the stage. This play as also two 
plays of Pushker Bhan Noy Nosh and Chapat have been presented in New 
Delhi and Bombay by this group. , 


With the take over of Jenab-i-Sher-i-Kashmir Sheikh Mohammad 
Abdullah as the Chief Minister of Jammu and Kashmir State and as President 
of Cultural Academy, cultural activities have received special attention. 
‘Inter-State Cultural Exchange Programme’ acquired a new dimension and 
in 1975-76 Ali Mohammad Lone’s play’ Jheel Bula Rehi Hay was performed 
at New Delhi and Bombay. In 1976-77 a musical written by Dina Nath 
Nadim Vitasta was shown at New Delhi and other places and during 1977-78 
Himalya Ke Cheshme a programme conceived by Pran Kishore, Ali Moham- 
mad Lone and Mohmmad Yousuf Teng, Secretary Cultural Academy was 
presented at New Delhi, Lucknow, Patna and Calcutta. All these programmes 
were directed by Pran Kishore and were commended both by the audience 
and critics. This has added to the momentum and has accelerated the process 


of furtherance of the fine-arts of the State. 


For some time past, a few units of Srinagar have been showing their 
programmes and plays to the people outside the State and some of the units 
of the country were invited by some groups of Srinagar to show their plays 
in Srinagar. This exchange of plays has made us confident that Kashmir 
does not lag behind in any sphere but we have to provoke our playwrights to 


write plays in abundance. 


We have witnessed here in Kashmir Habib Tanveer’s Agra Bazaar 
and Telegu play Satyam Vadha Dharmam Chera by E.' Seetaramaiaha of 
Sanatnagar Samaskritka Sangham of Hyderabad on invitation of the Kashmir 
Theatres, Srinagar—and thus have assessed our own working. We are 
committed to do well both in production techniques and popular plays, 
especially when we have a number of very good artists and artist-directors 
some of whom have been trained in Dramatics on scholarship, by the State 


Cultural Academy. 


MAKHANLAL SHARAF isa producer and actor and has been active in the 
Kashmiri Theatre movement. 


